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論　文
Facing a form of/formed God: Japan’s Hidden Christians and usages of the image 
– a phenomenological perspective
Andrew OBERG
Abstract: Japan’s Hidden Christians faced a growing number of difficulties throughout 
the Edo Period as the official persecution directed against them increased in both severity 
of form and degree of enforcement. Dangers such as forced apostasy, exile, torture, and 
death came to be daily norms for those who chose to continue practicing their faith, and 
so as a result various means of disguise and subterfuge were invented by these groups. 
Primarily these coping methods involved the employment of accepted ritual acts and 
objects like those found in contemporary Buddhism and Shinto in place of Christian 
ones. Eventually the blending of these practices gave rise to the blending of beliefs, and 
a surprising syncretism developed amongst the Hidden Christians during their long years 
of isolation from the Church proper. The present study seeks to explore this, and to ask 
what it may have been like to pray to one instead of another, to approach the Bodhisattva 
Kannon with the Virgin Mary in mind. We attempt this through a background historical 
survey, an examination of the image’s place phenomenologically, data collected from 
modern Japanese Christians with a direct connection to past Hidden Christians, and 
finally an analysis of the impact of the conceptual on the experiential, on the seen and – 
crucially – the felt. Through this journey in time and place concurrent discoveries within 
may yet be found.
Keywords: art; Christianity in Japan; Hidden Christians; image; Kannon (Bodhisattva); 
Kochi City; Urakami (Nagasaki); Virgin Mary statuary
“There can be no question of slavishly imitating the spiritual itinerary of 
Plotinus here in the late twentieth century [or indeed of the Edo Period’s 
Hidden Christians in our early twenty-first]; that would be impossible or 
illusory. Rather, we must consent, with as much courage as Plotinus did, 
to every dimension of human experience, and to everything within it that is 
mysterious, inexpressible and transcendent.” (Pierre Hadot)1
A)  Caught
 There was no knock, the guards simply entered and seized us. Takemoto-san 
managed to hurriedly swallow his paper rosary but it did little good – there we all were, 
sitting in a row and facing the holy icons; there was no disguising what we were up to. 
Arrest meant torture and a slow death; we might be tied to stakes along the shore until 
the rising tide drowned us, we might be hung upside down in a pit lined with the guards’ 
bodily waste and excrement, we might simply be beheaded. Whatever lies in store denial 
or bargaining seems futile, unless of course the magistrate proves merciful and we 
escape with no more than a step on the fumie. No more? Betrayal would probably taste 
worse than death. I do not know and cannot think: the fear, the trembling. Behind me I 
hear Matsui-san start to sing “Alleluia”, but my own throat is closed tight.
***
1. Context
 Francis Xavier, one of the co-founders of the religious order called The Society 
of Jesus (whose members are known by the more famous title of “Jesuit”), first brought 
Christianity to Japan in 1549 CE, landing in Kagoshima on August 15th – appropriately 
enough the Feast Day of the Assumption.2 The new faith was welcomed by many 
average Japanese people and enjoyed a rapid expansion over the following few decades, 
particularly in the regions of Kyushu and in and around Kyoto, eventually attaining a 
number of converts that was large enough to cause the government great concern about 
spreading foreign influences via an influx of Western ideas and practices accompanying
the priests and their teachings, unapproved notions which made their way into the minds
1 Pierre Hadot, Plotinus, or The Simplicity of Vision, trans. by Michael Chase, intro. by Arnold I. 
Davidson (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1993), p. 113.
2 Stephen Turnbull, The Kakure Kirishitan of Japan: A Study of Their Development, Beliefs and Rituals
to the Present Day (Oxfordshire, UK: Routledge, 1998). The Feast Day of the Assumption refers to Mary,
the mother of Jesus, who is believed to have been bodily taken to heaven at the end of her life and thus
avoided a physical death; this notion/event is still celebrated on this date in many countries today. (We
will return to my concept of the notion/event in the below.)
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of the populace. Political decisions were therefore made that favored social control; and 
so beginning in 1587 with the unifying daimyo lord Toyotomi Hideyoshi’s edict banning 
Christianity the long and uneven persecution of those who adopted the religion started 
its winding historical path. The European missionaries soon found themselves pushed 
to the margins, and the Jesuits relocated their seminary for the training of indigenous 
Japanese priests from the city of Kyoto to the remote island of Ikitsuki in Nagasaki 
Prefecture. Even that drastic step was not to last however since the first shogun of a 
united and centralized Japan – Tokugawa Ieyasu – signed an edict in 1614 that expelled 
every foreign priest and shuttered each church: effective immediately, everywhere, and 
reinforced shortly thereafter by the then-ruling second Tokugawa shogun Hidetada in 
1616,3 whose rule from 1605-1623 overlapped with his father’s (Ieyasu) in practical 
terms despite the latter’s technical abdication of office in 1605.4 The stage was thereby 
set for an extended trauma that surfaced and sank as it lasted through the remainder 
of the Edo Period (1603-1868) till the early years of the Meiji Era (1868-1912), but 
which echoing vibrations can yet be felt today. What we shall attempt in the below is a 
journey into this time, into the hearts of those involved on the losing side of the struggle; 
although really to put the issue in terms of “winning” and “losing” is a great misnomer. 
No clear victors would emerge, but there were people and practices, images and ideas. 
There were and there are.
 Who were these individuals and what did they do? How did they believe and 
how did they express those beliefs? What ideas did they embrace so dearly that they 
were willing to risk death – and not only risk, many more than a few actually did 
die as a result – rather than relinquish them? The story of Japan’s so-called Hidden 
Christians is a fascinating one, but not – we shall contend – a drama that applies only 
to the archipelago. Instead we find in this grouping a microcosm of the global drive 
towards the lived (perhaps more appositely: the living) object, the oh-so-human push to 
experience the tactilely felt as the emotionally felt, the representatum as the gateway to 
the represented – or even as its embodiment.
 There is much that we cannot know about the daily lives of a people so far 
removed in years and in setting, whose hours were spent in an environment made all the 
more alien by its conditions of pre-industrialization and widespread illiteracy, hemmed 
in by strict social hierarchies and reduced mobility in regards to both relative communal 
position and actual physical restrictions on travel. We can learn from what they left us
3 ibid.
4 That is, Hidetada was formally head of the bureaucracy from 1605, although his father retained much 
influence and power until his death in 1616.
though, and we can attempt to imagine backwards into their hearts through how our own 
throb in response to particular images and related concepts – and that is precisely what 
we shall do: analyzing the experiential self today in order to reconsider our forebears 
and discover the connections that remain. For this undertaking we shall therefore first 
provide an overview of the historical background to the circumstances of the Hidden 
Christians and the ideascapes in which they dwelt, the items and images which they 
cherished. Thereafter we will examine the relationship between the idea and the image, 
the inter-relating between conception and perception (and vice versa: perception into 
conception), that which becomes the hazy blurring of the internal and the external. We 
will look for and find direct lines of connection with modern practitioners using similar 
religious statuary and iconography in the present, but so too with others who do not 
practice in a statuary based manner or even in any manner whatsoever yet still live in 
sojourn with the image, and then finally – in a hope, a prayer, for the universal – we will 
seek notional applications for our own lives and modes of being. Then as now, today as 
tomorrow.
2. Core
 Ieyasu’s 1614 edict, mentioned above, proved to be a turning point for the 
seriousness with which the authorities addressed the “Christian question”.5 Thereafter all 
families everywhere across Japan were required to register at an official local Buddhist 
temple in a way very akin to how every resident is required to register with one’s 
relevant city hall today. This system was then expanded in 1638 after the Shimabara 
Rebellion,6 an event that likely greatly disturbed the contemporary powers that be. In that 
ill-fated, would-be revolution which spanned the mid-winter months of 1637-1638, some 
forty thousand peasants rebelled against their local daimyo ruler’s policy of arresting the 
wife and daughter(s) of any man who could not pay his taxes – which were exorbitant (and 
one can imagine the dreadful treatment that befell those wives and daughters following 
their seizure by local soldiers). This underclass protest took the form of farmers arming 
themselves as best as they could and occupying Hara Castle en masse with their family 
members. Eventually every one of them, including the children, were massacred by the 
daimyo’s troops; but more than the act of rebellion itself – there were many disturbances 
5  My reference here to the National Socialist obsession regarding “what to do about Jewish people” 
(their “Jewish question”) is intended to put the issue in purposely chilling historical terms and to give an 
indication of the ruthlessly bureaucratic mindset that lay in the background of the policies thereby enacted 
by the shogunate.
6  Turnbull, ibid.; the city of Shimabara is located in the peninsular southeastern part of modern day 
Nagasaki Prefecture.
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related to overly high taxation in feudal Japan – what set this instance apart was that 
the proletarian “army” carried a battle flag with the Portuguese for “Praised be the 
Blessed Sacrament” written on it,7 branding them as not only subversives but Christian 
subversives. This had the further effect of pushing the central government to cease trade 
in goods – fearing derivative foreign influences stemming from such activities – with 
all nations and outside enterprises save the Dutch East Indies Company,8 for whom 
the famous artificial island of Dejima was constructed as a sort of holding pen for that 
company’s staff to live and labor exclusively in, located in what was then Nagasaki 
Harbor but which has since become landlocked amidst greater reclamation work.
 The registration system mentioned above was expanded once more in 1671 to 
include births, deaths, marriages, adoptions, change of residence and/or occupation. This 
procedure came to also feature an annual review conducted by the registering temple 
that was designed to ensure a family’s non-Christian status (and interestingly at this 
time a whole co-dwelling familial group was treated under the law in the same way that 
modern codes consider a single individual). The review process involved each household 
member ritually stepping on a so-called fumie artwork of Christ or the Virgin Mary9 as 
a means of demonstrating non-belief in the faith,10 following the logic that if one were 
willing to literally step on Christ’s or Mary’s visage then one could not possibly consider 
either to be sacred. Initially confiscated Christian objects and images were used for this 
purpose but in later years craftsmen were drafted to produce the items outright, and in at 
least one instance the manufactured piece was judged to be so beautiful that the official 
functionaries became convinced the artist had to be a Christian himself – otherwise how 
could he have made such a moving piece? The man, in fact a Buddhist, was arrested and 
executed.11
 This raises the pertinent issue of icon possession and usage amongst the 
community of Christian believers who persisted in their practices following the 
prohibition of the “foreign” faith and the subsequent double bind that the Hidden 
Christians found themselves in. The Jesuits’ catechism for Japanese converts12 – called 
the Doctrina Christian – encouraged numerous sacred images to be placed on family 
7  Christal Whelan (trans., intro., and annotator), The Beginning of Heaven and Earth: The Sacred Book of 
Japan’s Hidden Christians (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 1996).
8  ibid.
9  This label was sometimes reversed in the Japanese syllabary to read ebumi: meaning either “stepping 
picture” or “picture [for] stepping”, respectively.
10  Turnbull, op. cit.; Whelan, ibid.
11  This incident is related in Makoto Fujimura, Silence and Beauty: Hidden Faith Born of Suffering, for. by 
Philip Yancey (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 2016).
12  For those unfamiliar with the term “catechism”, it is a book or other document that contains a summary 
of the Church’s teachings and rites (traditionally in a question-and-answer format), those beliefs
altars,13 and in another guidance text issued to believers regarding the persecution of 
Christians (titled Readiness for Martyrdom) the missionary authors stressed that neither 
acts purporting to be non-Christian but actually Christian (e.g. carrying and using a 
Buddhist rosary instead of a Christian one for the associated Christian prayers) nor false 
apostasies (e.g. verbally declaring oneself non-Christian while mentally maintaining 
one’s belief) were ever permitted, although it was considered acceptable to not confess 
if not asked and to hide whatever Christian items one possessed.14 Thus the combination 
of being encouraged to make use of physical objects in one’s religious life and practice, 
together with the discouragement (indeed the active instruction against) applying 
non-Christian items for Christian rituals may help to account for the enthusiasm for 
iconography that we find in Edo Period Christianity, although I think there is more to it 
than just that (as will be discussed below), and moreover – as we have already indicated 
– the Hidden Christians of this time did in the end do exactly what they were not to do: 
use non-Christian icons as Christian foci for their worship. Indeed not merely “use” but 
enthusiastically embrace; and such is of course one of the central pillars of this study.
 In whatever manner(s) it may have been that the antecedents to this usage 
developed (and it does appear likely that the initial Jesuit extolment to build up a 
Christian family altar played a large role), those factors become secondary to the 
final positioning of Buddhist works in particular (although with a certain Shinto style 
and flair) as Christian reverential aids, and it is easy to imagine how the practicalities 
involved in this situation could have led practitioners to the conclusions that they did. 
If one has been instructed to employ objects ritually but has also been prohibited from 
having certain objects while still allowed to have others, it is a short step to using the 
accepted items to secretly practice the outlawed faith that has become such a significant 
part of one’s life. Yet the question remains: Why make use of an icon at all? Does not 
the first of the Ten Commandments – the foundational ethical code for both Judaism and 
Christianity – anyway condemn making a likeness of God? Furthermore, if one were to 
nevertheless employ an image of some kind even what appears to be a safe legal option 
(e.g. a statue of the Bodhisattva Goddess of Mercy Kannon mentally disguised for use as
and rituals perhaps popularly known as the “sacraments” but technically including more than the core 
seven sacraments of the Church; see Michael Walsh, Roman Catholicism: The Basics, 2nd edn (Oxfordshire, 
UK: Routledge, 2016); and cf. the Shimabara Rebellion’s battle flag referred to above.
13  Whelan, op. cit.
14  Turnbull, op. cit.; interestingly this text probably dates to the early year of 1557 – a mere eight years 
after Francis Xavier’s first arrival – and thus pre-dated the official ban on Christianity. Although later 
Christians who lived under that ban were likely not familiar with this document itself its tenets had clearly 
been taught to them and were apparently both accepted and applied.
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a substitute representation of the Blessed Virgin Mary) would run the risk of having its 
true purpose be discovered by someone at some point – whether an inquisitive neighbor 
or an unannounced visit from a samurai guard – and that was not the only item that 
the Hidden Christians employed: painted scrolls of Mary and the saints, paper crosses, 
string rosaries; all these and others were central and more obviously Christian parts of 
the hidden believers’ numinous lives. What attraction might an image have such that 
it compels the correlating risks to be taken on the part of its owner/beholder? That is a 
query we will return to, yet prior to any consideration of the conceptual and experiential 
elements involved let us pause to appreciate in slightly more detail the physicality of 
the spiritual tools that were acted towards – that were interacted with – by these people 
during this period. From this angle too the creeping syncretism that marks Hidden 
Christian practices and the subsequent overlap with indigenous Japanese spiritual 
customs may be most readily recognized.
3. Clay
 The Virgin Mary, mother of Jesus, plays a central role in Christianity and 
particularly so for the Catholic and (to a lesser extent) Eastern Orthodox divisions. 
What is most interesting for us in the present study is the manner in which Mary’s 
significance seems to have expanded even further for the Hidden Christian communities 
as evidenced by the artworks and ritual pieces they left behind (and still use in some of 
the remaining small modern groups seeking to maintain their ancestors’ practices; we 
will touch more on that in what follows). Over the years the Church itself has been at 
pains to highlight that any adoration and/or approach to Mary is due to her connection 
with Jesus as the Son of God,15 but there are many traditions that nevertheless place a 
great emphasis on her person singularly. Theologically she is recognized as “virgin” 
to emphasize that Jesus’ paternal line is divine: that although Mary did have a spouse 
– Joseph – who is accounted for in the narratives of the four canonical New Testament 
gospel books which relate the life, teachings, and works of Jesus, he was not the 
biological father of Jesus despite his care for and upbringing of the boy, taking the role 
that a natural father would to Jesus during his youth (and traditionally Joseph is thought 
to have performed this task in an exemplary way), and thereby providing a model for 
other fathers to follow. Nevertheless the emphases in these tales is firstly on God’s 
interaction with humanity and secondly on Mary’s openness to what surely would have
15  Walsh, op. cit.; Mary DeTurris Poust, The Essential Guide to Catholic Prayer and the Mass (New York: 
Alpha Books, 2011).
seemed an audacious plan on God’s part (mirroring, we may note, the patriarch 
Abraham’s openness to binding and preparing his cherished only son Isaac for sacrifice 
upon God’s command – a test which once passed was mercifully cancelled and Isaac 
set free, alive and well16). In this favoring of the figure of Mary above all others in the 
narrative – especially Joseph, who on reflection was also asked to give up much of 
what he likely presumed for his life in order to submit to God’s plan – a more directly 
feminine approach to faith is championed, something that Jean-Yves Leloup has 
highlighted regarding the approach taken by Jesus himself in his own public ministry, 
commenting that:
In the context of a patriarchal society, Yeshua [that is Jesus; “Yeshua” is 
the more proper Aramaic spelling of the Anglicized name “Jesus”] dared 
to offer privileged revelations to women (to Mary Magdalene, and to 
the Samaritan woman, for example), and his gnostic successors [Leloup 
refers here to other teachers of “hidden knowledge” from the first to fourth 
centuries CE] emphasized the feminine gender of ruah [Hebrew for “spirit” 
or “breath”] in an effort to restore the rightful place of the feminine and 
maternal aspect of Divinity. Of course, God, the Uncreated beyond all 
images, is neither masculine nor feminine. But it is important to have a 
balance in the symbols we use in trying to speak of the Unnamable.17
 Moreover, since Jesus as the Christ (taken from the Greek term “christos”, a 
translation of the Hebrew “(ha) mashiach” or “(the) anointed one”, commonly written in 
English as “messiah”; each of these labels are indicative of a salvific role) was himself 
sinless and thus without blemish from birth to death, it became suggested that Mary 
too was immaculate (without sin), but that idea remained controversial until the 
mid-fifteenth century whereafter it gained ground doctrinally and became official 
Church dogma in 1854.18 When Xavier and the other Jesuit missionaries first brought 
Christianity to Japan in the sixteenth century, therefore, the concepts of Mary as both
16  The story can be found in Genesis 22:1-19.
17  Leloup writes this in his commentary to Logion 101 of the non-canonical Gospel of Thomas (one of 
the books from the Nag Hammadi library), a text which is a “Sayings Gospel” containing Jesus’ verbal 
instructions with neither actions nor narrative attached. The logion itself reads: “Yeshua said: Whoever 
does not hate their father and mother as I do, cannot become my disciple. And whoever does not love their 
father and mother as I do, cannot become my disciple. For my mother made me to die, but my true mother 
gave me Life.”; the logion can be found on p. 51 and the commentary on pp. 204-205 in Jean-Yves Leloup 
(trans. and comm.), The Gospel of Thomas: The Gnostic Wisdom of Jesus, trans. and notes by Joseph 
Rowe, for. by Jacob Needleman (Rochester, VT: Inner Traditions, 2005); quoted section in text above p. 
204.
18  Walsh, ibid.; the Assumption of Mary, referred to in Footnote 2 above, became official dogma in a 
similar way in 1950.
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17  Leloup writes this in his commentary to Logion 101 of the non-canonical Gospel of Thomas (one of 
the books from the Nag Hammadi library), a text which is a “Sayings Gospel” containing Jesus’ verbal 
instructions with neither actions nor narrative attached. The logion itself reads: “Yeshua said: Whoever 
does not hate their father and mother as I do, cannot become my disciple. And whoever does not love their 
father and mother as I do, cannot become my disciple. For my mother made me to die, but my true mother 
gave me Life.”; the logion can be found on p. 51 and the commentary on pp. 204-205 in Jean-Yves Leloup 
(trans. and comm.), The Gospel of Thomas: The Gnostic Wisdom of Jesus, trans. and notes by Joseph 
Rowe, for. by Jacob Needleman (Rochester, VT: Inner Traditions, 2005); quoted section in text above p. 
204.
18  Walsh, ibid.; the Assumption of Mary, referred to in Footnote 2 above, became official dogma in a 
similar way in 1950.
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Virgin Mother and Immaculate Mother were already well established (though not yet 
dogma) and certainly would have been taught to the new believers. In Japanese hands 
this exaltation of a feminine figure would merge with pre-existing notions of God/nature 
as spiritual mother, likely as a result of the position of the indigenous mythological 
figure of Amaterasu omikami, Japan’s imperial lineage-founding Goddess of the Sun, or 
residing emanation of the “great spirit of the universe of the great circle”.19 If indeed the 
first (and perhaps current) Christian converts in Japan were inclined to already consider 
the divine in a maternal rather than a paternal dimension then the figure of Mary would 
quite seamlessly be both accepted and more deeply exalted, and would furthermore be 
freely associated with another previously transplanted recipient of folk (if not technical) 
apotheosis: Mahayana Buddhism’s Bodhisattva Kannon (Kuan Yin or Guanyin in 
Chinese), an enlightened being definitionally connected with mercy.20 This step now 
takes us directly to the statues and images under our consideration.
 Shusaku Endo, in one of his nonfiction works, argues that the Jesuits’ own 
adherence to Mary, conjoined with their missionary directive of “substitute not destroy” 
when endeavoring to spread the Christian message amongst other cultures, helped 
prompt them to promote Mary from early on in their proselytizing of Japan, doubtlessly 
encouraged all the more by the convenient and attractive fit of the divine mother 
concept within the special circumstances granted by the presence of a Supreme Goddess 
(i.e. Amaterasu omikami) already “at the heart of Japanese religion”. Moreover, as 
Turnbull points out, “The association of Mary with pre-Christian ideas, and the easy 
identification of her with Kannon, a devotional tradition so similar that camouflage was 
hardly necessary, facilitated still further a process of transformation [that is, from a 
sacrament based form of worship (i.e. following Church rites and directives) to a
19  Fujimura op. cit. emphasizes how for the novelist Shusaku Endo (author of Silence, considered below) 
this was a crucial factor in the Japanese context as it pertained to Christianity; on the figure of Amaterasu 
omikami and other Shinto notions of divinity see Motohisa Yamakage, The Essence of Shinto: Japan’s 
Spiritual Heart (New York: Kodansha USA, 2006); the “great spirit of the universe of the great circle” 
discussion can be found on p. 131 in Yamakage’s text.
20  Kannon is sometimes called the “Goddess of Mercy” but ontologically she is not a Goddess per se as 
Buddhism does not consider Bodhisattvas to be divine – rather they are people who are on their way to 
Buddhahood, who have become enlightened but have chosen to postpone their entry into nirvana in order 
to help the living on their own paths towards enlightenment, or who have become enlightened or taken 
vows towards such and seek to assist others (views vary somewhat widely). Strictly Buddhism neither 
denies nor acknowledges God/Gods/Goddesses but instead focuses on individual efforts to achieving 
enlightenment on one’s own power and thus freeing oneself from the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth. See 
Jonathan A. Silk, “Bodhisattva: Buddhist Ideal”, Encyclopædia Britannica. <https://www.britannica.com/
topic/bodhisattva>. Accessed November 12, 2019. On core Buddhist teachings generally, and written for a 
popular audience, see Steve Hagen, Buddhism: Plain and Simple (New York: Broadway Books, 1997).
personally/popularly based form].”21 This conceptual slide from one into the other – and 
possibly also back and forth between – was enhanced by the Tokugawa government’s 
ban on Christianity which compelled believers to disguise their prayers to Mary by 
making them through the alternative usage of Kannon statues and images as substitutes 
for their previously employed Mary statues and images. If anyone were curious about 
a neighbor’s potential subversive Christianity and decided to spy on their domestic 
activities, full religious appearances would point merely to Buddhism and the suspect 
only being about the task of worshipping the Bodhisattva Kannon; after all, the statues 
truly were Kannon statues and manufactured for the sole purpose of being such, 
whatever spiritual intentions may have been put onto the pieces by Japanese Christians 
would not be those of their maker(s). A practicing Hidden Christian could hope that in 
such a way direct questions put to them might thereby be avoided.
 Whereas for another culture that might have been the end of it, in the case of 
Japan the situation becomes murkier still due to the extant (and so ancient as to be 
completely culturally ingrained) Shinto practices related to goshintai or gozensama 
which involve an object that is literally (in the full sense of that adjective, what the 
terms definitionally mean when translated) “the body of Kami [indicating “God” or 
“sacred” or “divine” or “ineffable” or “numinous” or “mystery” or even “Other” – there 
is no direct English for the extremely vague but pervasive Japanese term Kami]”; and 
furthermore “Like a body it [the goshintai] contains the spirit of Kami when it comes 
down to manifest its presence in this world.”22 However much it might have been 
taught to either Shinto or Christian believers that ritually employed religious materials 
were purely symbols or temporary containers of a greater power and no more, in 
practice it proved (and proves still) simple enough for these pieces of “mere matter” to
be thought to have acquired religious power in and of themselves, resulting in an 
approach to the statue or icon that blurs the boundary between praying to God via an 
assisting item and praying to the item itself.23 Moreover, this mixing of the old Shinto 
beliefs and the new Christian beliefs represented by goshintai – with a dose of 
Buddhism too via Kannon herself – can readily be understood when we give thought to 
the extreme pressures bearing down on this group of people who desired only to 
21  Turnbull, op. cit., p. 106; Shusaku Endo, キリシタン時代：殉教と棄教の歴史 [Kirishitan jidai: 
junkyo to kikyo no rekishi; The Christian Era: A History of Martyrdom and Apostasy (title trans. provided 
by Turnbull)] (Tokyo: Shogakkan, 1992). 
22  Yamakage, op. cit., p. 66.
23  Turnbull, op. cit., highlights how this is the case amongst the surviving Hidden Christian communities 
who endeavor to keep the traditions of their ancestors in the religious objects they employ, actually 
praying to the gozensama objects and considering those objects to answer their prayers, rather than 
making an appeal “to God as symbolized by the gozensama”; see p. 106.
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maintain their faith but found themselves in a setting where that very conservation had 
been prohibited and punishable by torture and death. There was neither the space nor the 
leisure for theological niceties, and in any case such abstractions were probably frankly 
beyond the analytical prowess of the mostly uneducated and heavily rural farmers and 
fishers who formed the core of the convert communities during this era.
 What did these statues and icons look like? A number of examples of the Kannon 
statues are on display in Nagasaki City’s “Twenty-Six Martyrs Museum”,24 most of 
which were manufactured in China and are of ceramic make, but a few of which were 
produced in Hirado City, Nagasaki Prefecture, having been ordered at the time by 
locals. The general imagery is of a serene and very peaceful feminine figure, seated or 
standing with eyes closed, a crown and/or shawl covering her head. She appears to be 
deep in meditation, with hands folded or with her right palm extended openly towards 
the viewer in a gesture of greeting and benevolence.25 Some of the statues – we can 
imagine this type were likely favored – depict a child held in the woman’s arms, and 
one done by a Japanese artisan rather than a Chinese sculptor (and furthermore made of 
clay instead of ceramic) takes the form of a woman with her kimono opened at the chest 
and an infant child suckling at her exposed breast. If this object is considered as an icon 
of Mary and not Kannon such a representation could have shocked – possibly appalled 
– contemporary Europeans; and it thus provides yet another example of how different 
Japanese sensibilities were (and remain) even amongst the subset of cross-cultural co-
religionists we are focused on. To a Japanese Christian Jesus nursing from Mary’s breast 
was completely fitting in its earthiness, with no hint of sacrilege surrounding; to a devout 
European believer the nudity of the Holy Mother and the excessively human aspect of 
the Savior were areas to be shunned.
 Statues were not the only icons used by the Hidden Christians however; 
hanging scrolls decorated with paintings of Mary and other stalwarts of the faith –
24  The museum is located on a hill across from the modern Nagasaki Japan Railways train station, a mount 
which served as the site of the crucifixion of twenty-six Christian believers – including two young children 
– who were forcibly marched there from Kyoto after having had their ears and/or noses cut off. The group 
was a mix of foreign missionaries and Japanese believers, and their public execution was intended as a 
warning and an encouragement not to accept the alien faith, and that if one had already accepted it then to 
quickly renounce it. The crucifixions took place on February 5th, 1597 – relatively early on in the period 
of persecution – and at the time the location provided an unobstructed view clearly visible from Nagasaki 
harbor: both domestic and foreign arriving ships would not have missed the scene. I visited the museum 
and memorial situated out front on August 27th, 2019.
25  Unfortunately the museum does not allow photographs to be taken, but many samples may be 
found online at: “ マリア観音 [Maria Kannon]”, Google Images: Search. <https://www.google.com/
search?rlz=1C1RUCY_enJP747JP747&q=%E3%83%9E%E3%83%AA%E3%82%A2%E8%A6%B3%E
9%9F%B3&tbm=isch&source=univ&sa=X&ved=2ahUKEwjOrKCbtuPlAhUry4sBHah3DkoQsAR6BAg
IEAE&biw=1920&bih=937>. Accessed November 12, 2019.
particularly the Apostle Paul or indigenous martyrs and/or heroes of steadfastness 
in the face of Tokugawa repression – were also used, placed on the rear wall behind 
an enclosable and therefore disguisable (e.g. within a hollow in an external wall or 
perhaps an internal load-bearing beam) home altar very much akin in form and size to 
a Shinto kamidana (“God shelf”: these are essentially model sized household shrines 
typically placed on their own shelf in an auspicious part of the home, complete with 
various votive objects26). A somewhat famous Marian painting that has survived the 
centuries is titled “Our Lady of the Snow” (“Yuki no Santa Maria” in Japanese) and 
is noteworthy for its mingling of a Western artistic style with Japanese colors and 
techniques, overlaid on traditional Japanese washi paper. Crosses placed on or near the 
altar were too made of paper, folded in a manner not unlike other origami items, and 
even rosaries were formed from similarly disposable material such as string or wound 
paper, knotted to create shapes like the beads used to count repetitions in the cycle of 
Hail Mary prayers.27 The act of hanging a scroll or multiple scrolls on a wall behind 
a constructed centerpiece is not where the similarities with a Shinto home altar end 
though, for the overall appearance, judging by the replica at the “Twenty-Six Martyrs 
Museum”, is quite similar with its raised dais (three steps and a platform) that supports 
a statue – as a Shinto kamidana would support its shrine – and that has offering bowls 
carefully arranged in front of it. In the case of the Hidden Christians these would have 
contained saké, sashimi (raw cut fish), broiled fish, and steamed rice. That food and 
drink oblations were placed before a statue in an act of supposed Christian worship is 
surprising enough, but what is all the more striking is the lengths that these believers 
evidently went to in keeping – even celebrating – physical objects in the practice of their 
faith despite the prolific risks owning such posed to their persons,28 and even despite 
Christianity’s (following Jewish custom and law) prohibition on making images of 
God. Granted, the images placed and sacrificed to by the Hidden Christians were not 
of God per se, but as has been remarked these images were nevertheless prayed to (and
26   Yamakage lists three considerations for setting up a Shinto household shrine: “1) It can be set up at a 
high position. 2) It can be at a floor level that has three or four steps. This is called ‘the Floor for Kami’ 
(kamidoko). 3) It can be kept in a special niche (tokonoma) with a hanging scroll and the name of Kami 
written on it.” Yamakage, op. cit., p. 84. The votive objects mentioned above might include miniature 
decorative mirrors, offering trays and artificial food/drink offerings, incense holders, et cetera.
27   These items can be viewed at the aforementioned “Twenty-Six Martyrs Museum” and also at the 
“Christian Museum” connected to the Oura Cathedral in Nagasaki City - the first church to be rebuilt 
following the relaxation and then lifting of the ban on Christianity as the shogunate fell and was replaced 
by the Meiji Era (1868-1912) with its restoration of direct imperial rule to Japan (supplemented by 
councilors and other trappings of nineteenth century royal governing practices such as were common in 
Europe at the time). I visited this museum on August 27th, 2019 as well.
28   Turnbull, who visited the “Twenty-Six Martyrs Museum” in the course of his own research, comments 
on this aspect as well; see his op. cit.
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not only prayed towards) and were clearly the recipients of much care and attention.
 This again raises an interesting point about the general use of iconography in 
religious rituals that we will introduce here in order to return to the same point more 
thoroughly in the next section regarding conceptualization. Amy Whitehead, in a study 
on modern usages of statuary amongst two distinct spiritual communities – Christians 
visiting a well known pilgrimage site in Alcala, central Spain, where a large statue of the 
Virgin Mary is enshrined; and a Neopagan group in Glastonbury, southwest England, 
who worship an ancient and local figure (called simply the Glastonbury Goddess) with 
a statue of their own make kept in the group’s meeting center – distinguishes fetishistic 
and animistic treatments of faith objects. As Whitehead relates, a fetish is understood 
to be non-representative, and its use for believers therefore pertains to the worshipper’s 
interacting with “the spirit of the matter” (i.e. as so symbolized), whereas an animist 
item pertains to inhabitation accomplished by the deity worshipped, whether for a long 
or short period, and thus is an issue of “the spirit in the matter”.29 There is much notional 
weight being carried by the in/of prepositions here, and so let us consider some of the 
implications.
 We have already demonstrated that Hidden Christians prayed to their statues, pictures, 
and other representata as non-Christian Japanese people might do with a more typical 
goshintai or gozensama (and once more the difference between praying “to” and praying 
“towards” must be stressed: to is directed at the object itself, towards at the idea or concept 
or signifier as represented or symbolized by the object), but is the habitation thus 
implied by the act of praying in this way thereby an aspect of Shinto beliefs influencing 
– perhaps in an unrecognized manner – the practices engaged in? It does seem to be, 
although I doubt such was ever overtly taught to the Christian converts by their local 
Shinto priests prior to their conversion to the Church, or even taught to those who 
either never altered their religious affiliation and simply practiced Shinto in the way of 
their forebears, or even again to those who were raised in Hidden Christian homes 
following an earlier generation’s change of allegiance yet grew up in the religio-
cultural environment of Shinto quite by the accident of being Japanese – Shinto does 
not typically teach unless one joins a specific training program.30 Yet on this facet
29   Amy Whitehead, Religious Statues and Personhood: Testing the Role of Materiality (London: 
Bloomsbury Academic, 2013).
30   In my experience of living in Japan and in speaking with Japanese people Shinto priests perform very 
little instruction in their duties related to the public. This is presumably both a result of the non- (in some 
ways anti-) orthodox approach of the religion and its absolute pervasiveness. It is Japanese culture and 
therefore (in many or most Japanese eyes) needs no annotation. Many Western commentators would label 
Shinto shamanistic, although I think it has a more deeply theorized set of theological principles than that 
term typically implies.
(or feature) of habitation as considered by Shinto, Yamakage explains how the mirrors 
often placed within shrines and in front of home kamidana altars become receptive to 
the descending spirit of Kami, that its (i.e. the Kami’s) “spiritual vibration permeates the 
surrounding area”31 and that the mirror or other yorishiro (a “divine home” or “divine 
summoner” such as a sacred tree) can act as “antennae” for the spirit of Kami to come 
into. Moreover, once so possessed the mirror (tree, et cetera) acts as a pathway for 
prayers to be heard.32 Having been born into the cultural milieu of Shinto as presented 
by Japanese society the Hidden Christians would not have had to work out any of the 
aforementioned explicitly, such would have simply been second nature and whether the 
figure involved were Mary, Kannon, or a decorative mirror, we can regard the approach 
taken as singular and uniform, and that by default.
 There is however a certain degree to which Mary appears to have had a 
particular and enormous appeal to the Japanese Christians of this period. In the 
near total absence of copies of the prohibited Holy Bible the Hidden Christians did 
eventually produce a sacred text of their own, titling it Tenchi Hajimari no Koto 
(roughly, “things related to the beginning of heaven and earth”), a book that reads very 
much like a mixture of Japanese folklore and (somewhat distorted) narratives taken 
from multiple sections throughout the Bible; the original believers, we must remember, 
were almost exclusively taught in an oral manner by the European missionaries and 
even at the best of times (that is, from the believers’ perspective) there were few printed 
Bibles available for study for those converts who actually could read, with precious 
fewer still following the advent of official government persecution. In this treasured 
homespun work of the Tenchi – a single community copy of which was probably read 
out loud only at group settings on special occasions, if it was read at all and not kept 
permanently hidden – Christal Whelan relates that the Virgin Mary “becomes one 
of the persons of the Trinity. The entire paternal Judeo-Christian tradition is turned 
gracefully on its head and feminized…The character of Mary is that of Great Mother 
and shaman.”33 From an orthodox Christian perspective this is a phenomenal exaltation 
of the figure, even given her Church sanctioned status as “Queen of Heaven”,34 an 
exemplar and model for all mortals then and now. To a non-Hidden Christian but still 
a Christian mind, putting Mary as co-equal with the Godhead would be little short of 
heresy – indeed, it would be heresy. Similarly thinking with regards to Mary’s place 
within this group and historical situation, in his famous novel Silence that follows a
31   Yamakage, op. cit., p. 78.
32   ibid., p. 80.
33   Whelan, op. cit., pp. 31-32.
34   On Mary’s position in the Church see DeTurris Poust, op. cit., and Walsh, op. cit.
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Portuguese missionary’s travails within the same contextual setting, Endo also notes how 
– in the words of the priestly main character – “these poor peasants [i.e. the Japanese 
converts] honoured the Virgin above all. Indeed, I myself since coming to Tomogi [a 
tiny village in Nagasaki Prefecture where he washes ashore and is fortunately sheltered 
by a group of Hidden Christians] have been a little worried seeing that the peasants 
sometimes seem to honour Mary rather than Christ.”35 Again, Mary is not the way to 
the Son as the Church has it, but an end in herself. The likely reasons for this appeal of 
hers to the Edo Period Japanese Christians have already been covered, but there remains 
for us one aspect which runs the line between the object itself and the thinking about 
the object itself that will need to be addressed before we can turn more fully to the 
philosophical abstractions involved in iconography: that of the split between the eras of 
“pre-art” and “art” in cultural trajectories.
 Arthur Danto distinguishes a historical time marked by “pre-art” considerations 
as pertaining to the notional approaches people took to images and other manufactured 
items, and an “art” time (and further a “post-art” time, starting from the late twentieth 
century onwards), whereby the first designation comes to apply – in the case of 
religious objects – to those produced before around 1400 CE (in the Western world), 
and this because the purposes held by the makers of the works were not aesthetic but 
purely spiritual in their intent – only later did the paintings, sculptures, et cetera come 
to be viewed with eyes willed towards an appreciation of outward beauty per se rather 
than towards numinous assertions and/or implications.36 Prior to that shift people simply 
thought differently: a religiously themed painting was not “art” it was a helper in one’s 
faith. Although it is obvious that Japan’s Edo Period (1603-1868) in its entirety exceeds 
Danto’s benchmark in terms of calendar count, when questioning whether it would be 
better placed in the “pre-art” or the “art” category in terms of the thinking processes 
people likely applied in regard to objects perceived, we must remember that Danto’s 
was a comment made about European conceptualizations, and that for Japan – given 
its unique forced stoppage of any developmental clock during this “closed country” era 
– the year of 1400 itself is far less important than the considerations it signifies. While 
Japan has an ancient culture of beauty and the study thereof, a factor that remained 
important throughout the Tokugawa years, at exactly what point within the Japanese
35   Shusaku Endo, Silence, trans. by William Johnston, intro. by Martin Scorsese (London: Picador Classic, 
1969/2015), p. 72.
36   Arthur C. Danto, After the End of Art: Contemporary Art and the Pale of History, for. by Lydia 
Goehr (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1997; for. 2014). Antecedents to this idea however 
go back at least to Hegel and his Lectures on Aesthetics (the first from an 1818 course, the last from 
1828/29), although the notion is quite likely older still.
framework a purposefully religiously oriented item might have been approached 
as an artwork and not as a spiritual tool I must admit that I am not sure; still, given 
the Tokugawa government’s general stress on Buddhism as the official faith, and 
the nationwide employment of temples and priests for purposes of social control, 
it is presumably safe to mark this “pre-art” to “art” conceptual transition (i.e. the 
“thinking behind the gaze” as it were, at least as directed to Buddhist statuary and other 
iconography) as occurring in Japan after the end of the shogunate, and thus certainly 
after the benchmark of 1400.
 Kannon statues were therefore probably taken throughout the long Edo years 
only in their maker intended meanings as spiritual aids instead of pieces of art, except of 
course by the Hidden Christians who used them in the unintended (that is, unintended by 
the likely creators) meaning of becoming a stand-in for the Virgin Mary; nevertheless, 
the mental emphasis for both groups (that is, the “Kannon as Kannon” group and the 
“Kannon as Mary” group) was on a personally held faith that was assisted by the use 
and/or presence of the item and not on the craftsmanship and beauty centered appeal 
of the item being regarded. On this note of thinking/thinking-about we may moreover 
appreciate Hans Belting’s relation of how (in a discussion specifically focused on the 
Virgin Mary) for a believer the representational accuracy of an icon has little to do with 
the inherent power of the iconography.37 A Kannon statue would therefore have been a 
certain fit for the Hidden Christians wishing to maintain a devotion to Mary in a visual 
and tactile way, and this made all the stronger by the statue’s established association 
with mercy (Kannon as the Bodhisattva of Mercy) along with the divine feminine 
features as described in the foregoing (serene womanly visage, wearing a crown and/
or shawl, often holding a baby or young child). Finally, as for what would be most 
apposite if the notional direction taken by Hidden Christians were truly better in line 
with animist rather than with fetishist conceptualizations – and whether acknowledgedly 
or recognizably thus taken or not taken by the believer her/himself would make no 
difference to this point, the background mental influence is what is paramount – the 
“spirit in the matter” factor during those moments the statue were in use would be 
that of Mother Mary’s, and no other. Whatever the piece may have looked like on the 
outside, to the believer it (or “she”) would be Mary on the “inside”, with everything that 
such entailed. We are now appropriately placed to begin our deeper analysis of these 
interactional ideas, these abstracts behind the relating and the interrelating which
37   Hans Belting, The End of the History of Art, trans. by Christopher S. Wood (Chicago: Chicago 
University Press, 1987); see also Belting’s more recent Likeness and Presence: A History of the Image 
Before the Era of Art, trans. by Edmund Jephcott (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1994).
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Hidden Christians took/undertook betwixt their persons, their objects, and their sacred 
devotional presences.
4. Concept
 In opening this section I would like to make two initial pronouncements, two 
promulgations, based on what I hope has been established thus far in our study and 
on what I further hope to extend in the following remainder – these are perhaps best 
considered guideposts for the below, markers or goals to be kept with us. They are:
1) The image, object, or otherwise itself seems to matter little in comparison 
with what is conceptually invested in it by its user; nevertheless the image, 
object, or otherwise can yet act as a proxy, as a representatum, stirring 
or prodding thought in a particular direction by means of the previously 
associated foundational concept and thus through such stimuli linking the 
user’s conceptualization(s) directly with the user’s current emotional status. 
This process provides a richly experiential interaction between the user and 
the used.
2) The image, object, or otherwise can however operate on an individual 
in the reverse manner, firstly stimulating an emotional response from 
which a conceptualization is deciphered and/or is mentally assigned or 
adopted. This is a “trying to make sense of” exercise in human rational 
comprehension that becomes pushed onto one by one’s own pre-rational 
output (i.e. triggered by the brain’s automatic functions like intuitive 
judgments and emotive reactions38) which has been recognized and
38   On the differences between the two operative systems within the human brain (and not only the human 
but more generally mammalian brains; also possibly applying too to other animal life forms), see Jonathan 
Haidt, “The Emotional Dog and Its Rational Tail: A Social Intuitionist Approach to Moral Judgment”, 
Psychological Review 108:4 (2001), 814-834; and his later The Righteous Mind: Why Good People Are 
Divided by Politics and Religion (New York: Pantheon Books, 2012); Daniel Kahneman, Thinking, Fast and 
Slow (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2011); Amos Tversky and Daniel Kahneman, “Judgment under 
Uncertainty: Heuristics and Biases”, Science 185:4157 (1974), 1124-1131; and V.S. Ramachandran, The 
Tell-Tale Brain: Unlocking the Mystery of Human Nature (London: Windmill Books, 2011), amongst many 
other similar psychological and neurological research findings. The overall picture is of a core automatic 
reactional network provided by the brain to quickly and efficiently respond to the perceptions and other input 
received from its environment (input in terms of both what is external to the organism and what is internal 
(on the latter, e.g. internal environmental details such as organ functions/malfunctions, chemical balances/
imbalances, et cetera)), and a much slower, more intensive, and more energy consumptive explicitly purpose 
driven network marked by the so-called “higher brain” analyses of rational thought. What is most fascinating 
here is that even on those occasions when a rational analysis takes place via the second network it is perforce 
subsequent to the first network’s automatic intuitive/emotional response and will therefore necessarily carry 
within it (as part of its analysis) the determination(s) of that initial and fundamental process. In other words, 
however “rational”we may try to be, there is no escaping our intuitions and emotions.
acknowledged in later reflection (in other words, thinking after the fact of 
doing, and after the fact of noticing said doing). This too provides a richly 
experiential interaction between the user and the used, between the used 
and the user.
Historical parameters must however never be neglected: given the conditions, 
circumstances, situations, and cultural Zeitgeist in which one finds oneself what is 
actually thinkable for any given person is a far narrower field than simply that of 
personal capability. As Heinrich Wölfflin comments, “Not everything is possible at all 
times, and certain thoughts can only be thought at certain stages of the development.”39 
Danto too, writing specifically within the context of an artist seeking to mimic an earlier 
artist’s work or style, notes that although imitation is certainly always possible it is not 
possible to “live the system of meanings” that existed when the work was first created.40
 This system of meanings need not be – indeed, is not – limited to the arc 
of history, any associative relationship will suffice to equip a person with a set of 
perspectival filters. Take for example this remark of Fujimura’s, who in his book relays 
his own conversion to Christianity in the late twentieth century: “Such is the paradox of 
fumi-e: A venerable image created by Hagiwara [the Edo Period Japanese metalsmith 
Yusa Hagiwara] was made smooth by thousands of betrayers [i.e. repeatedly being 
stepped on to demonstrate non-adherence to Christianity as required across Japan 
during the religion’s outlawed period (described above), and this whether the steppers 
were themselves Hidden Christians or not; although Fujimura’s use of “betrayer” here 
does imply apostasy]. Its worn-smooth surface may now capture Christ’s true visage 
more than any paintings done in the West.”41 The final nuance being promoted in this 
statement is quite striking: that Jesus’ “true visage” – by this accounting – is or was 
one of such remarkable compassion and self-sacrifice that the only real way to capture 
it is through the aftereffects of excessive mistreatment, till it is essentially rubbed out 
by abuse. The sentiment is a paragon of the traditional focus on Jesus’ Passion (i.e. the 
events up to and including his crucifixion) and his role as substitutive sacrifice, given to 
attain an annulment of the deserved punishment humanity faces for its many sins. This 
is naturally a very orthodox Christian manner of considering the person of Jesus, and it 
is born of the particular (mental) commitment Fujimura has made to the presentation of 
him as the redemptive lord and savior of humanity via a specific form of death. Not
39   Heinrich Wölfflin, Principles of Art History, 6th edn (New York: Dover Books, 1932), p. ix.
40   Danto, op. cit., p. 203.
41   Fujimura, op. cit., p. 118.
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everyone holds this position of course, and in all likelihood not everyone ever will, and 
there are moreover even some Christians who would not understand Jesus’ life in this 
way but would instead maintain that it is his teachings that are redemptive and salvific 
rather than the man himself. Certainly there are also – perhaps many – Christians who 
put their faith in Jesus without considering his death a necessary part of the salvation he 
offers, those who reject the view that God ever required such “blood atonement”.42Yet 
the statement as written is a powerful one, and it lays bare a multitude of Fujimura’s 
own conceptual associations as well as an overview of his broader system of meanings. 
Fundamentally he has accepted a certain notional framework, and all further interpretive 
stances and conclusions are structured around that. He understands the world in a 
determinative way, and the spheres he inhabits thereby become “his world”, for better 
or for worse. This “world” may share many facets with those who think similarly, 
but the uniqueness of his personal experiences means that to some degree there is an 
irreplaceable and non-reproducible side to Fujimura’s conceptual life – and of course to 
every one of ours as well.
 What could the preceding mean for Fujimura’s approach to an image? To any 
of our approaches, not only to images but also to everything else? The perspectivism 
that such preconceptions and comprehensive allegiances engender means that any 
perception or bit of data will flow through not only the brain’s intuitive and emotional 
reactionary systems (affixing labels and assigning meanings), but also one’s previously 
adopted ideational associations. A cross shape falling into a line of sight may have many 
deeper layers of significance for Fujimura than it could for another viewer without 
his experience of living in a Christian-dominant culture and minus his affirmation 
of the Christian faith. To someone like that – a person missing those facets – a cross 
shape might after all simply be a lower case “t”, generating little by way of intuition 
or emotion. The point to be stressed here is not so much a radical relativism as it is a 
highlighting of unavoidable subjectivism; there might well be “truth” in the sense of 
the shouted UNIVERSAL TRUTH which many prophets, scholars, teachers, et cetera 
in the past have offered, but if there is I doubt that human beings, at least, can have 
much access to it – we are simply not rightly equipped. As Paul Feyerabend eloquently 
argued, our evaluations miss the mark of pure objectivity due to inaccurate theoretical 
expression and contamination of what are erroneously termed “facts”: theory and data
42   See for example Robert Funk’s very thought provoking Honest to Jesus: Jesus for a New Millennium (San 
Francisco: Polebridge Press/HarperCollins, 1996); and also the work of the clergy and academics involved 
in the “Jesus Seminar” group that Funk founded, now sadly no longer in operation: “Jesus Seminar”, 
Westar Institute. <https://www.westarinstitute.org/projects/the-jesus-seminar/>. Accessed November 12, 
2019.
do not fit.43 We are prejudiced, inescapably so and seemingly biologically built to harness 
the vast evolutionary advantages thus offered by those very prejudices (e.g. instant 
decisions re: flight/fight, but not only those) and therefore cannot attain neutral datum 
which might be further neutrally analyzed. Everything we touch has our pre-rational 
mind’s fingerprints all over it. To me, and to others, this implies very strongly that total 
objectivity and eternal claims to absolutism (our UNIVERSAL TRUTH of the above) 
are quite frankly impossible – pipe dreams.44 Yet that does not mean we stop trying, nor 
does it mean that the scientific method we have collectively and painstakingly erected 
is without merit in coming as close as is humanly possible to objective judgments and 
analyses; it does however mean that there is nothing without interpretation, and such 
interpretations are constrained and biased, whether by amounts large or small. Shall 
we therefore give up on truth? I think not, rather the opposite: that we embrace truth in 
a far more expansive way. How an individual may interact with an image provides us 
with a notional gateway here, and so let us pass through on our journey following the 
guideposts above.
 On the important crossroads between interpretation, experience, and what is 
judged to be true, we may be served best by focusing on details of image-individual 
interactions and by further expanding on the reference made in the foregoing to one’s 
“world”. On the latter first: “world” in the context in which I wish to use it here is not 
only about those aspects related to one’s perspective but also includes the multitudinous 
and by default limiting factors that existed at the advent of one’s birth and which never 
cease to influence – to hem one in – during the course of a life: issues such as historical 
and cultural contexts, native language, familial concerns, access or its lack to welfare 
enhancing facilities and institutions, socioeconomic background, geographical and 
environmental features, circumstances, timing, et cetera, et cetera, along with the results 
of whatever random processes and statistical probabilities end up exerting a reach into
43   Paul Feyerabend, Against Method, new edn, intro. by Ian Hacking (London: Verso, 2010); see especially 
Chapter 5; Michael Polanyi makes a similar case regarding human knowledge, though his focus is on 
a greater knowability vis-à-vis expressibility (as he puts it, “we can know more than we can tell” (p. 4, 
emphases in the original): The Tacit Dimension, new for. by Amartya Sen (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 1966/2009).
44   Andrew Oberg, “Thinking Unempirically”, Philosopher. July 03, 2017. <http://philosopher.io/Thinking-
Unempirically> (archived at my professional and personal website: http://andrewoberg.blogspot.com/
p/mind-and-language.html); my work hardly compares – it does not even come remotely close – but I 
must also mention that Friedrich Nietzsche famously made one of the earlier calls in this direction in 
works like his 1887 On the Genealogy of Morals, trans. by Walter Kaufmann and R.J. Hollingdale in On 
the Genealogy of Morals and Ecce Homo, trans., ed., and with comm. by Walter Kaufmann (New York: 
Random House, Inc., 1967); John D. Caputo, as always, is also excellent on this general topic: Truth 
(London: Penguin Books, 2013); and too Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind, intro. by Daniel C. Dennett 
(London: Penguin Books, 1949/2000).
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one’s personal situation – and the list naturally goes on nearly endlessly. The shorthand 
“world” here is of course that of Martin Heidegger, the philosopher who probably best 
brought to our attention this wieldy condition of human life, deepening his teacher 
Edmund Husserl’s theoretical construct of “horizon” (i.e. the “edge” of where a person 
can “see” to, given the attenuating contextual and embedded factors).45 Again though, 
what these terms and ideas convey are really only to indicate once more what Wölfflin 
has already related to us, that “Not everything is possible at all times, and certain 
thoughts can only be thought at certain stages of the development”46 – or at certain stages 
of the life, or the year or the day or the time: everything hinges on everything else as an 
individual’s path unfolds within the confines of that person’s “world”.
 Moving back to the former of our two areas for focus (that in regards to image-
individual interactions), we find that in the case of meaningful items in particular the 
interplay ceases being one along the lines of the other famous Heideggerean concern 
(i.e. tool use) and becomes instead far more akin to interpersonal relations. Alfred 
Gell writes that “the works of art, images, icons, and the like have to be treated, in the 
context of an anthropological theory as person like…since nowhere are images more 
obviously treated as human persons than in the context of worship and ceremonies.”47 
While ours is not an anthropological theory per se, our interests quite obviously 
juxtapose with Gell’s here, and it is clear to anyone who has witnessed the devout 
expressions on worshippers while standing, sitting, bowing, or even dancing before 
their ritual images and icons that the phenomenology involved during these act(s) of 
adoration, meditation, solicitation, or presentation are interactive in the way person to 
person dealings are, and are very far from being merely “displays” before a “thing”. 
That an individual can emote so strongly in the presence of an image or icon indicates 
the depths to which the symbolic associations of that image or icon reach into a
45   Martin Heidegger, Being and Time, trans. by Joan Stambaugh, rev. and for. by Dennis J. Schmidt (Albany, 
NY: State University of New York Press, 2010); see too the collection of his essays in Basic Writings: 
Key Selections from Being and Time to The Task of Thinking, ed. by David Farrell Krell and for. by 
Taylor Carman (New York: HarperCollins, 2008); also the commentary by Richard Sembera, Rephrasing 
Heidegger: A Companion to Being and Time (Ottawa: University of Ottawa Press, 2007); on Husserl 
some accessible texts are Edmund Husserl, The Essential Husserl: Basic Writings in Transcendental 
Phenomenology, intro. and ed. by Donn Welton (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1999); and 
David Woodruff Smith, Husserl, 2nd edn (Oxfordshire, UK: Routledge, 2013); in addition (regarding the 
discussion here) the expression and meaning oriented parts of some of Husserl’s earlier work may be 
helpful, such as in Logical Investigations, Volume 1, trans. by J. N. Findlay, pref. by Michael Dummett, 
intro. and ed. by Dermot Moran (Oxfordshire, UK: Routledge, 2001); finally, on the mathematical side 
to probability and its effects, see Leonard Mlodinow, The Drunkard’s Walk: How Randomness Rules Our 
Lives (New York: Vintage Books, 2009).
46   Wölfflin, op. cit., p. ix.
47   Alfred Gell, Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998), p. 6; 
emphasis in the original.
life-being. William G. Lycan categorizes phenomena such as these as examples of what 
he terms “intentional inexistents”, which are objects or representata internally given as 
“physical” but are more in line with concepts. Taking his example of the sky as a “blue 
thing” we find that: “no one thinks that there is any nonexistent physical thing up there. 
But I contend that there is a nonexistent physical thing up there: It is an illusion. Vision 
represents ‘the sky’ as an object. Poets write about it. Visually, the sky is a canopy, or 
the vault of heaven.”48
 Thinking of the sky as a “blue thing” affects my experience of it, thinking of a 
statue of Mary as the “Mother of God” affects my experience of it, thinking of a picture 
of Shiva as the “universe personified” affects my experience of it, and thus events 
celebrated in this fashion are as alive and as real as any need be for the experiencers 
(or object users) in question, irrespective of ontological standing or observability from 
a third person point of view. Our first assertion (or pronouncement or guidepost) in the 
section opening above pointed directly at this, but our second assertion does as well 
in the indirect and reverse movement of finding oneself taken aback by an image one 
encounters which although it perhaps had no or few previous conceptual linkages for 
one its artistic prowess is such that it stirs within an overpowering internal emotional 
response to which a meaning must then be assigned. That meaning will in turn thereafter 
prompt the more direct movement between idea and image of the first assertion. (Many 
people find paintings, drawings, or etchings of Jesus’ crucifixion to elicit reactions 
in this manner, especially those done by European masters such as Albrecht Dürer, 
Michelangelo Merisi da Caravaggio, Rembrandt van Rijn, et cetera.) In these situations 
what is “internally inexistent” becomes “existent” because “internal” – it feels true 
and therefore is true: true (enough) in the influences and expressions it gives thereto, 
and arises therefrom, of one’s being. This is the broader understanding of truth that 
I wish to acclaim, the wider way I think the notion of “true” should be embraced in 
order to account for the numerous instances of human phenomenological data that are 
not connected with the standardly assumed gestures towards objectivity (which again I 
think essentially impossible) that the term “empirical” recalls, but that are nevertheless 
connected with empirical experientialism. The emotional data of an experience with a 
statue of Mary is interpreted as X, and for the experiencer that X is a part of their “world” 
– perhaps even all the world for them, treasured and cherished – and the resounding 
echoes of that truth will ring for as long as it is held.
48   William G. Lycan, Consciousness and Experience (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1996); see the 
discussion on pp. 152-153, the quoted section is taken from note 9 on p. 189 to the aforementioned text; 
emphases in the original.
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a third person point of view. Our first assertion (or pronouncement or guidepost) in the 
section opening above pointed directly at this, but our second assertion does as well 
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5. Contemporaries
 In order to seek out whatever traces of a connection may be found between the 
real mindsets of modern believers who continue to use statues of the Virgin Mary in 
prayer, and the possible phenomenology of the Hidden Christians who faced disguised 
Virgin Mary statues and related images for similar reasons of supplication and devotion 
but under very different settings, a survey was conducted between March and June 
2019 at the Catholic Enoguchi Church located centrally in Kochi City, Japan.49 The 
reason this particular church was chosen is for its direct connection to a program of 
persecution carried out on a group of Hidden Christians at the very location where the 
church now stands and maintains a practice of worship done partly – though perhaps not 
always overtly – in honor of the Hidden Christians who suffered there. A brief historical 
excursion is necessary at this point.
 As Japan’s ruling shogunate system under the auspices of the samurai Tokugawa 
dynasty50 was usurped and replaced by a return to the royal governance of Japan’s 
imperial family in 1868, many laws and regulations that had previously been instituted 
remained on record for some years to come. Thus it was that the new Meiji government 
retained the earlier prohibitions on Christianity while at the same time opening the 
country to European trade and diplomacy in a far more unfettered fashion. A number 
of anti-Christian scholars were active during this period, and there existed movements 
reactionary to the faith within Buddhist and Shinto circles – as might be expected – 
but also within purely political ones. Christians were purported to possess a “dissident 
character” and Christian missionary activities to lead to colonization, and therefore 
for these and other reasons – the scholars argued – the “correct” traditional Japanese 
worldview and its ethics (Buddhist, Confucian, Shinto) needed to be protected and 
promoted.51 Such considerations were undoubtedly influential on the new set of 
policymakers but practicalities were paramount, as they had been for the shogunate, and 
concessions to European interests were recognized as needing to be made. Indeed, this 
attitude of compromise had started even during the final years of the Tokugawa run Edo 
Period amidst a loosening of restrictions such that in addition to the Dutch East Indies 
Company’s vessels ships from France, Russia, and the United Kingdom could be found
49   The survey was verified and approved by the Ethics Committee of the University of Kochi.
50   A strict class based system in which hereditary samurai were in ascendance; although Japan’s nobility 
was marginalized during the Edo Period it was never eliminated.
51   Shigeki Moro, “Counterargument to the West: Buddhist Logicians’ Criticisms of Christianity and 
Republicanism in Meiji Japan”, International Journal of Buddhist Thought & Culture 27:2 (2017), 181-
204.
in Nagasaki’s harbor; for the benefit of the increasing number of foreign visitors and 
workers a church was allowed to be constructed: the Oura Cathedral, completed in 
1864 (four years prior to the start of the Meiji Era).52 Despite its intended purpose for 
usage by foreigners only, a small group of Japanese Hidden Christians who lived in 
the nearby village of Urakami (now a part of Nagasaki City) visited the church and 
its newly installed French priest – Father Bernard Petitjean – revealing themselves as 
fellow believers, an act that would lead to a series of three rather small efforts at official 
repression and one large one,53 culminating in the events that would link Urakami’s 
Hidden Christians of the nineteenth century to Kochi City’s Enoguchi church of the 
present day.
 We can easily imagine how thrilled Father Petitjean must have been to learn 
of a group – in fact an entire network of groups – of local Hidden Christians that had 
maintained their practice during the long Edo years of isolation, and he immediately re-
baptized all those whom he could find and were so willing,54 simultaneously seeking to 
educate them on Church doctrine and to encourage what theological adjustments were 
deemed necessary since none alive at the time had ever met a seminary trained priest 
nor had contact with Biblical or ecclesiastically approved texts. Once revealed to the 
authorities a small number of Japanese Christians were executed (again, this process 
began in 1864 while still under the shogunate) and some other penalties were put in 
place, but the presence of actual Christian priests and a functioning and easily accessible 
church appears to have been enormously motivating to the Hidden Christians. The 
problem – from the government’s point of view – of this local “coming out” persisted, 
and it was finally decided in 1867 to arrest the entire village of Urakami, with the 
subsequent enforcement and torture aimed at the forced conversions of its residents 
causing a number of foreign governments to complain about the treatment – objections 
that were likely received with no small measure of resentment by the Tokugawa 
functionaries but which did result in capitulation and the cessation of the repression.55
52   “ 大浦天主堂の歴史 [Oura Cathedral’s History]”, 国宝大浦天主堂 [National Treasure Oura 
Cathedral]. <https://nagasaki-oura-church.jp/history>. Accessed October 30, 2019. Text only available in 
Japanese; translated by the author.
53   “Urakami Yoban Kuzure”, Wikipedia: The Free Encyclopedia. 
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Urakami_Yoban_Kuzure>. Accessed October 30, 2019.
54   Fascinatingly, roughly half of the Hidden Christians of this time – stretched almost entirely over 
Nagasaki Prefecture and its islands – chose to remain separate from the Church and continue to worship in 
the syncretistic manner they had developed and was discussed above, taking that for the “true faith” and 
probably too understanding in such an act of filial devotion (with that concept of ancestral loyalty itself of 
course Confucian and Shinto in foundation). In this way the non-returnees to the Church’s organizations 
essentially established an entirely new religion; on this see Turnbull, op. cit.
55   “Urakami Yoban Kuzure”, op. cit.
− 54 − − 55 −
in Nagasaki’s harbor; for the benefit of the increasing number of foreign visitors and 
workers a church was allowed to be constructed: the Oura Cathedral, completed in 
1864 (four years prior to the start of the Meiji Era).52 Despite its intended purpose for 
usage by foreigners only, a small group of Japanese Hidden Christians who lived in 
the nearby village of Urakami (now a part of Nagasaki City) visited the church and 
its newly installed French priest – Father Bernard Petitjean – revealing themselves as 
fellow believers, an act that would lead to a series of three rather small efforts at official 
repression and one large one,53 culminating in the events that would link Urakami’s 
Hidden Christians of the nineteenth century to Kochi City’s Enoguchi church of the 
present day.
 We can easily imagine how thrilled Father Petitjean must have been to learn 
of a group – in fact an entire network of groups – of local Hidden Christians that had 
maintained their practice during the long Edo years of isolation, and he immediately re-
baptized all those whom he could find and were so willing,54 simultaneously seeking to 
educate them on Church doctrine and to encourage what theological adjustments were 
deemed necessary since none alive at the time had ever met a seminary trained priest 
nor had contact with Biblical or ecclesiastically approved texts. Once revealed to the 
authorities a small number of Japanese Christians were executed (again, this process 
began in 1864 while still under the shogunate) and some other penalties were put in 
place, but the presence of actual Christian priests and a functioning and easily accessible 
church appears to have been enormously motivating to the Hidden Christians. The 
problem – from the government’s point of view – of this local “coming out” persisted, 
and it was finally decided in 1867 to arrest the entire village of Urakami, with the 
subsequent enforcement and torture aimed at the forced conversions of its residents 
causing a number of foreign governments to complain about the treatment – objections 
that were likely received with no small measure of resentment by the Tokugawa 
functionaries but which did result in capitulation and the cessation of the repression.55
52   “ 大浦天主堂の歴史 [Oura Cathedral’s History]”, 国宝大浦天主堂 [National Treasure Oura 
Cathedral]. <https://nagasaki-oura-church.jp/history>. Accessed October 30, 2019. Text only available in 
Japanese; translated by the author.
53   “Urakami Yoban Kuzure”, Wikipedia: The Free Encyclopedia. 
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Urakami_Yoban_Kuzure>. Accessed October 30, 2019.
54   Fascinatingly, roughly half of the Hidden Christians of this time – stretched almost entirely over 
Nagasaki Prefecture and its islands – chose to remain separate from the Church and continue to worship in 
the syncretistic manner they had developed and was discussed above, taking that for the “true faith” and 
probably too understanding in such an act of filial devotion (with that concept of ancestral loyalty itself of 
course Confucian and Shinto in foundation). In this way the non-returnees to the Church’s organizations 
essentially established an entirely new religion; on this see Turnbull, op. cit.
55   “Urakami Yoban Kuzure”, op. cit.
− 54 − − 55 −
 However, the following year (1868) found the freshly installed Meiji government 
appointing a known fervent nationalist and anti-foreigner by the name of Sawa 
Nobuyoshi in charge of keeping order in the Kyushu region (the southernmost of Japan’s 
main islands and where Nagasaki Prefecture is located), who then took the decision 
to send all of the village’s residents into exile to locations across the country, splitting 
families in the process;56 this would come to be termed the “Fourth Wave” (and the 
final) Urakami repression. Of this group one hundred and twenty-six were sent to Kochi 
Prefecture (then still called by the feudal domain name of Tosa), initially to a prison in 
the Akaoka region near one of the smaller ports east of Kochi’s main harbor (the area 
is now a part of Konan City), but after eighteen months’ confinement there relocated 
to Enoguchi Prison in Kochi City, partly in response to the deaths of twenty-five of the 
inmates from the overcrowding, exhaustion, and near-starvation rations they had been 
subject to. Conditions did not improve much however, and in the ensuing months an 
additional seventeen individuals passed away.
 Given Japan’s increased presence on the international stage it was naturally 
difficult to keep such out of view, and Western nations’ criticisms and pressure to 
legalize freedom of religion mounted steadily, initially effecting an overall increase in 
the food, hygienic care, and access to exercise and work available to the prisoners from 
1871 before finally helping attain their full release in 1873 when tolerance for both 
religion and expression were given a legal basis. In that year the surviving eighty-four 
villagers left Kochi and returned to Urakami via ship from Osaka, attempting to rebuild 
their lives.57 In honor of this legacy in 1938 one Father Eikichi Tanaka bought property 
very near to where the Enoguchi Prison had been and undertook the construction of a 
church building, calling it the Catholic Shinhonmachi Church in reference to its address 
within Kochi City. Fortunately this structure escaped the fire-bombing of Kochi during 
World War II and visitors to the location today can enjoy its more classically Japanese 
architecture and arrangements (the wooden beams were however replaced in 1984 and
56   ibid.; the total number of exiles is listed as 3,414 individuals, including children.
57   This information was taken from a special exhibition being held through March 31st, 2023 at the 
Urakami Christian Hall of Records in Nagasaki City. I attended the museum on August 28th, 2019; the 
materials presented are solely in Japanese and were translated by the author. For a brief overview of the 
legal and diplomatic affairs of 1873 as they related to Japan’s Hidden Christians see Turnbull, op. cit.; and 
for some remarks on the now famous Urakami Cathedral – which overcame many and varying challenges 
during a number of extraordinarily turbulent years – see Chiyoko Iwanami, “ 世界遺産と浦上天主堂 ” 
[World Heritage and Urakami Cathedral], カトリック生活 Vita Cattolica [Catholic Life] (September 
2018), 8-11. The cathedral was started in 1895 but faced funding difficulties and was not completed until 
1915, with the bell tower added ten years later, only to then become victim to the atomic bombing of 
Nagasaki at the close of World War II. The church as it presently stands was finished in 1959; Iwanami, 
ibid. (translated by the author). I visited this location on August 28th, 2019 as well.
some other changes made then as well).58
 Returning now to the survey conducted amongst the members of this church 
who are today able to worship freely in the area where their co-religionist forebears 
endured extreme suffering and hardship, let us examine what the responses were and 
what conceptual implications might result from an analysis of their modern approaches 
to Marian statuary and other iconography. The questionnaire was open in form (i.e. 
space was simply left blank for freely written replies and no multiple choice instruments 
or similar structuring was used to limit the responses) and contained the following 
questions translated into Japanese (available in the Appendix attached):59
1. How often do you use a statue of the Virgin Mary when you pray?
2. If you use a statue, do you pray to Mary, to Jesus, or to God?
3. If you use a statue of the Virgin Mary and pray to the Virgin Mary, do 
you think that Mary or the spirit of Mary comes into the statue?
4. Is Mary’s spirit always inside the statue of her, only inside it during 
prayer, or never inside it?
5. Does your experience of prayer change if you use a statue of the Virgin 
Mary or if you don’t use one? Does it feel any different?
6. Do you think a statue of the Virgin Mary is mainly a religious tool or a 
work of art?
7. How do you think objects that are religiously associated like statues of 
the Virgin Mary differ from works of art?
 As could be expected of data collected in this manner answers varied widely, 
but common notional trajectories may nevertheless be noted. On the whole the 
respondents tended towards a far more orthodox Christian view of statuary for use in
58   A short history of the church, along with some very nice photographs, can be found online here: “ カト
リック江ノ口教会（髙松教区）[Catholic Enoguchi Church (Takamatsu Diocese)]”, Paoline Laudaute 
( ラウダ―テ ). <https://www.pauline.or.jp/visitingchurches/201012_enokuchi.php>. Accessed October 
30, 2019. The text is only in Japanese and was translated by the author; note that it apparently erroneously 
lists 1869 as the first year of the Meiji Era, although the end of that year was when the Urakami prisoners 
were transferred to the Enoguchi facility after having spent eighteen months in Akaoka. The website also 
states that only sixty-four Urakami residents were incarcerated in Kochi as part of the “Fourth Wave” 
repression; I am not sure why there might be such a large discrepancy with the figure given at the Urakami 
Christian Hall of Records.
59   I am extremely grateful to Professor Shingo Iitaka of the University of Kochi for his help in bringing 
my rather shabby Japanese questions into a form that much better reflected the original English nuances. 
A brief description of the (then intended but not yet enacted) methodology employed can also be found in 
an earlier report I published on an initial version of this study: Andrew Oberg, “Preliminary report on the 
Joint Tosa Folklore Research Project: Use and approaches of Virgin Mary Statuary, then and now – a Tosa 
perspective”, Cultural Studies 7 (2019), 89-100.
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devotion than that expressed by ideas like goshintai or gozensama as discussed above. 
Iconography still clearly seems to be important to those who kindly answered the 
survey’s queries with most indicating that they use a statue for prayer on a daily basis, 
but we are left wondering how much of the ancient object oriented religion and ritual of 
Shinto that is so often expressed in Japanese culture might remain in believers’ attitudes. 
The second question, specifically about statues of Mary, was designed to determine if 
the physical form of the statue affects the conceptual identity of the associated spiritual 
being thus supplicated (“Mary” or “Jesus” or “God”),60 yet there we find Mary’s role 
(purpose played by her instead of a definitional assignation of her) as an intermediary 
for prayers bound for her son Jesus being stressed, i.e. that she connects the prayer 
(is the conduit for the prayer) to God and is therefore not prayed to directly, although 
prayers to her are understood to be delivered from her to God. This is an interesting 
ideational blurring and will be further explored in the next paragraph. The Christian 
notion of the Trinity is also invoked here in the survey answers, wherein God the Father, 
Jesus the Son, and the Holy Spirit are each aspects or positions or stations61 of a single 
Godhead and thus a prayer to one is really a prayer to all: a point made explicitly in one 
parishioner’s reply.
 This however leaves the question essentially unanswered as it is unclear if 
a prayer to Mary as waypoint to Jesus (equals the Holy Spirit equals God via the 
Trinitarian conceptual framework) is a prayer to her since it passes through her, or is 
rather a prayer to God/Jesus/Holy Spirit while she is held in mind (and also held visually 
if one’s eyes are open and gazing at a statue of Mary), or is even perhaps something 
else entirely. Moreover in the words to the Hail Mary prayer, which believers are 
encouraged to recite daily and which forms the core of the rosary cycle of prayers, Mary 
is forthrightly addressed herself: “Hail Mary, full of grace, the Lord is with thee, blessed 
art thou among women, and blessed is the fruit of thy womb, Jesus. Holy Mary, Mother 
of God, pray for us sinners now, and at the hour of our death. Amen.”62 Mary is here 
being called upon to pray for us (prayed to to pray for), and given the directness of the 
request and its recipient it does seem as if she is being explicitly prayed to in the very 
manner that God would be – although not, importantly, with the same intention(s) that 
God would be, for Mary is still situated in a mediating function and is being asked
60   The first question was: “How often do you use a statue of the Virgin Mary when you pray?”, and the 
second: “If you use a statue, do you pray to Mary, to Jesus, or to God?”
61   The Japanese used in the survey responses for this is 三位一体 (roughly: “three positions one body”); 
in English the equivalent is generally rendered as “three persons” of a single God. For my part I find 
the Japanese here a better fit for the nuanced theology of the very abstract and sometimes seemingly 
contradictory ideas about and around understanding God in this way.
62   Walsh, op. cit., pp. 138-139.
to approach God on the praying person’s behalf, not to grant the prayer herself nor 
to provide any beneficence other than – essentially – “gaining God’s ear”, to put it 
colloquially. Some amount of vagueness (“fuzziness”) in thought and expression such 
as that demonstrated here may not be overly surprising to those with knowledge of 
Japan and her people – Fujimura notes how ambiguity is a central and significant part 
of Japanese culture63 (indeed in many ways a great strength of the culture in my own 
experience) – but far more than being “Japanese” we find in the survey responses to this 
question statements of the Church’s official teaching on Mary and her position.64 The 
endorsed doctrine itself seems to attain a delicate balance that does not require strict 
dichotomizing. That Mary, and the various saints recognized by the Church in general, 
can be approached in such a manner is nevertheless somewhat akin to prayers made to 
an ancestor from a Buddhist or Shinto perspective, and in that does appear to fit well (and 
naturally) within the Japanese context.
 The third question aimed at discovering if there were any hints of an animist 
(inhabitation) understanding regarding statues of Mary, and if so the fourth question 
followed by asking how often or to what degree such indwelling might occur.65 On this 
the majority expressed straightforwardly that they do not think there is a spirit (soul) 
in the statue during its use or at any other time, although some of the earlier opacity 
returned with one respondent remarking that prayer to Mary is done in the heart through 
the statue – note here as well the recurrence of a “to Mary”.66 That same individual 
also replied that they have a sense of talking to a photo of their mother when using 
their statue of Mary, that they are used to the object and feel close to it such that the 
accompanying prayers are done without overt awareness of the icon. Surely this latter 
point about familiarity is one that any type of repeated ritual may experientially evoke, 
and is therefore a reason for the frequent emphasis placed by spiritual instructors on 
maintaining mindfulness in worship, but what is of particular interest for us is the 
mention of the photo of a very actual – a factual – mother, not Mary as our “mother” in 
a numinous sense nor Mary as the Mother of God, but the real life mother of the person 
who wrote the answer. This is now surely connected with the thinking associated to 
the mainstream Japanese practice of keeping a home butsudan altar (a Buddhist piece 
usually consisting of an official name placard of the deceased that has been blessed by a
63   Fujimura, op. cit.
64   Walsh, op. cit.; DeTurris Poust, op. cit.
65   The questions, in numerical order, were: “If you use a statue of the Virgin Mary and pray to the Virgin 
Mary, do you think that Mary or the spirit of Mary comes into the statue?”, and “Is Mary’s spirit always 
inside the statue of her, only inside it during prayer, or never inside it?”
66   In the answerer’s Japanese this reads: マリア様に祈ります ; that に particle is reflective of much 
conceptual weight, I think.
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priest, a bell, an incense holder, and a photo, along with possible other items such as 
offertory bowls, flowers, or the like). As we have noted ancestor veneration is a part 
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whole context of the survey indicates, even for the one respondent who made these 
comments. Statues of Mary, and presumably other iconography, appear to be viewed as 
instruments much more than as anything else, which is an issue we will now turn to in 
examining our final three survey queries.
 The reasoning behind the fifth question was an attempt to explore the 
phenomenology (mentally, emotionally) involved in votive statue usage or non-usage 
in an experientially comparative manner,69 yet the answers to it instead broached the 
related topic of tools (more closely connected to the final two questions) earlier than I 
had anticipated. As for whether there is any noticed difference between having a statue 
of Mary before one in prayer or not, the surveys indicate that on the whole there is no 
substantive change, but that there is some slight influence or calming and focusing effect 
if an object is present. In addition to this however the thought that people always need 
something visual is given, or further that since neither Jesus nor Mary have ever been 
personally seen in the flesh a believer is forced to imagine them and that statues help 
with such. Each of these latter additions, written really as afterthoughts since the answers 
of “no change” or “small influence” or “improved concentration” et cetera were already 
given, seem to point towards a subterraneously acknowledged but not overtly recognized 
(or at least non-verbalized) centrality of the notional stance held in regards
67   Yamakage, op. cit.
68   The Nihon Shoki (or Nihongi), often translated as The Chronicles of Japan and the second oldest book 
of Japanese history (after the Kojiki (“Records of Ancient Matters”); the Nihon Shoki was published in 
720 CE and the Kojiki predates it by about a decade) lists the year of arrival as 552 CE; for images of 
handscrolls of this ancient document and background information see the website “National Treasure 
Nihon Shoki (An ancient history of Japan)”, Nara National Museum. 
<https://www.narahaku.go.jp/english/collection/1190-0.html>. A general history of Buddhism in Japan can 
be found here: “Buddhism in Japan”, Asia Society: Center for Global Education. 
<https://asiasociety.org/education/buddhism-japan>. Both sites accessed November 12, 2019.
   In Buddhism’s original form, of which the modern Theravada School is closest, prayer in any form was 
neither emphasized nor encouraged; see Asanga Tilakaratne, Theravada Buddhism: The View of the Elders 
(Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press, 2012); for a basic overview of Buddhist doctrine see Hagen, op. 
cit.; and for a preservation (probably to a high degree of authenticity) of original teachings by the Buddha, 
see The Buddha, The Dhammapada: Verses on the Way, trans. and with intro. and reading guide by Glenn 
Wallis (New York: Modern Library, 2004).
69   The question reads: “Does your experience of prayer change if you use a statue of the Virgin Mary or if 
you don’t use one? Does it feel any different?”
to the image itself. (It moreover raises the primacy of presentation as it relates to a 
spiritual faith rooted in figures from human history and the related socio-political 
problems of concerns like the European imagining of Jesus as a handsome white male 
and Mary a graceful white female – what are non-Caucasian Christians to make of 
their apparent racial inferiority as so implied? Moreover, neither Jesus nor Mary would 
have appeared with anything other than the Semitic features they had. Pursuing these 
problems though would take us too far afield from our own task and must therefore 
sadly be put aside in the current undertaking.) Furthermore these postscripts (i.e. people 
always need something visual, statues help one’s imagine) bring out the aspect of a 
physical aid via the practicality behind the thoughts as expressed, and so let us move on 
to our final two survey questions and the analysis of statue/image as tool or as art.
 The sixth and seventh queries arose out of the notional ramifications of Belting’s 
division of human history into eras of “pre-art” and “art”,70 albeit without following 
his Eurocentric timeline while still accepting that a society or group of societies can 
exhibit a notional shift in orientation to an image that had originally been produced 
with more or less purely religious motivations – or, if we are cynical, with an artist’s 
intention to financially profit from others’ spiritual inclinations – into a mentality more 
closely aligned with aesthetic concerns at the core. Thus, given our own chronological 
position within what Belting would term the epoch of “art” (and Danto in his own 
analysis would extend to “post-art”, starting from around the late twentieth century71) 
the survey ended by probing this directly. The penultimate question was targeted 
to elicit the presence or absence of a “tool as tool” versus a “tool as art” outlook in 
regards to Marian statuary, and the final was about such a distinction more generally.72 
The responses to both reveal a relativism that is grounded in either a person having 
faith (presumably here in a Christian sense) or not, but also with respect to time and 
mood. An intriguing reply to the sixth question stated that the answerer themselves will 
sometimes consider a statue of Mary as a work of art, giving as an example how they 
may feel when visiting another church (and, although this is unstated, viewing such an 
item there outside of their regular “religious sphere”, as it were). Others indicated that 
it is a case of knowledge, and that if nothing is known of Christianity then a statue of 
Mary is probably only a statue (with the implied lower status of a statue as art versus
70   Belting 1994, op. cit. “Pre-art” indicates a historical period marked by both non-aesthetic purposes in 
manufacture and non-aesthetic experiences in audience appreciation, with religiously connected matters 
being the focus for each side (maker/viewer) instead.
71   Danto, op. cit.
72   They sixth and seventh questions were: “Do you think a statue of the Virgin Mary is mainly a religious 
tool or a work of art?”, and “How do you think objects that are religiously associated like statues of the 
Virgin Mary differ from works of art?”
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a statue as an icon fairly evident), or that there might be some which are works of art 
but that a statue of Mary functions as a boon to turning towards her (and again there 
is a nuance here as to the latter characteristic – the turning towards – being what is 
crucial). Similarly for the seventh question, either the connection being made to Mary by 
means of the statue of her is what is stressed, or it is stated that everything depends on 
the personal beliefs of the viewer: art is craftsmanship,73 and just as a work would lack 
meaning for an observer if it does not cause a feeling in them however magnificently it 
may have been made, so it is with objects of faith to those who do not share the relevant 
associated beliefs.
 The overall picture that emerges from the survey conducted amongst 
contemporary (open) Christians at Catholic Enoguchi Church is one that emphasizes 
the place of the religious image in a far less emphatic way than how Japan’s Hidden 
Christians of the Edo Period appear to have done. Iconography – particularly statues of 
Mary – is still important and a central part of modern practices, but the sense one gets 
from the questionnaire responses is that believers today could do very well without 
images or without anything auxiliary, that what is paramount to them now is the “heart”, 
or in other words one’s attitude. Such of course in turn means the underlying accepted 
conceptual frameworks which then find expression in the life of faith as lived. Our path 
has at last led us to some theoretical structuring concerns and abstract angles, facets of 
being that I would like to analyze through the lens of what I shall term the notion/event. 
This will comprise our terminal major section.
6. Cognition
 In approaching the image we often find that it approaches us. As we near a 
statue of Mary, an icon, or any symbol that might carry a meaningful association, the 
object itself reaches out and reaches in, generating experiences that in turn build upon 
those already grounded in one’s past and become prophetically expressive in their 
fulfillment. We are touched because we have been touched and expect to be touched, 
anticipative generation that can yet become revelatory in either the numinous case of 
religious phenomenology or through the more tactile elements involved in an artwork 
whose characteristics are such to achieve a similar self-sublimation: the forgetting – or 
overcoming – of one’s ego-absorbed situatedness for however long or short a period. 
Transference, transcendence, the movement into the beyond, the loosening of one’s 
earth-bound identity, a connection to an Other through the medium of focus provided: a
73   Incidentally, this linkage of art and craft is a somewhat archaic one in the present world of art theory; 
see again Danto, op. cit.
lane, an opened door. This is possible precisely because of the way that the conceptual 
determines the perceptual in lived experience, how the ideas we hold (we cherish) end 
up giving form to the world before us through the interpretative scaffolding provided by 
those same ideas, how we pour each new into these old moulds.
 An image can reinforce the mental configuration within which we exist, or it 
can unsettle, turn, and dislodge. It speaks, and it does so due to the multiplicity and 
interconnectedness of these conceptual-perceptual cosmoses, a point aptly made by 
Jean-Luc Nancy who writes that the mixture of “life and activity” we know is “less a 
sensuous world than an intelligible world of markers, functions or uses, and transitivities 
– in the final analysis less a world, perhaps, than a milieu, an Umwelt [life-world; the 
term is a Husserlean one].”74 An existence’s borders, parameters, “horizons” (to use 
what is probably the most famous of Husserl’s specialized labels): what we are able 
to comprehend arises out of the contextual foundations that ground us, the notional 
landscapes we inhabit. If we do not think it then we are unlikely to be able to see it; and 
how disturbing it can be to see that which was hitherto unthinkable – an aspect in which 
provocative art may best excel. Even so, any ontological transition will necessarily be 
a gradual one, the cocoons of established thought patterns being encrusted and difficult 
to break through – though not impossible. In a later work Nancy notes that the image 
“is an imprint of the intimacy of its passion (of its motion, its agitation, its tension, 
its passivity)…The image touches me, and, thus touched and drawn by it and into it, 
I get involved, not say mixed up in it.”75 An icon, symbol, image works on me firstly 
in the way I already comprehend it, but then secondly in the way it beckons me to re-
understand, drawing out of the elicited and presently felt to stimulate growth and to 
nudge towards further becoming.
 Here I would like to offer the notion/event; and I write “notion/event” rather 
than “notion-event” because I hope to capture by that slash the interchangeability of the 
elements involved instead of the dependency that a dash mark would imply. A notion is 
an event is a notion, an ideascape is a world is a hemmed in horizon. We return to – we 
revisit – Lycan’s “intentional inexistents” from section four above: representata that are 
mentally given as physical but are better aligned with concepts, e.g. the sky as a “blue 
thing” hanging solidly and uniformly above.76 There is of course no such object nor 
invariability, but experientially that seems to matter very little – almost not at all – and
74   Jean-Luc Nancy, The Muses, trans. by Peggy Kamuf (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1996), p. 
18.; on Umwelt see Husserl 1999, op. cit.; also Smith, op. cit.
75   Jean-Luc Nancy, The Ground of the Image, trans. by Jeff Fort (New York: Fordham University Press, 
2005), p. 7.
76   Lycan, op. cit.
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life beneath that “blue thing” unfolds quite well as it ticks away without ever having to 
take stock of the gaseous layers piling up to the exosphere. The sun goes up and comes 
down and we mark a day; only the sun neither goes up nor down, it does not move at all 
but the earth we stand on does – physically (rotationally) of course, not phenomenally. 
These ideas of the sky and sun shape how we dwell in simple yet profound ways 
and the consequences of such folk thought are moreover easy to grasp, perhaps even 
appearing too obvious to warrant comment. Yet I wish to take the abstract hidden in play 
here deeper, to make a case that what matters in a human life is not perforce (or even 
frequently) dependent on what might be assigned to the so-called “objective facts”, to 
the empirical and demonstrable of the sky’s varying levels or solar stasis, to press that 
indeed such data are for us largely irrelevant since we assign truth based on experience, 
and that within the confines of a single sensorially driven life that “truth” is entirely 
sufficient however many accusations of material mismatch, subjectivism, or relativism 
may be thrown against it. For me in this world which is only “mine” the emotional 
carries far more weight than the empirical, and each having been or done in my personal 
past casts its long shadow.
 Let us attempt to draw this out. An idea is never simply that, never merely an 
ephemeral floating, a cloud carried on the mind’s breeze. A human being feels, and 
not only does that deepen the experiential elements involved in external factors such 
as what happens to one or how one behaves, but extends as well to the thoughts one 
maintains and the valuations upon which such rest, being formed and then in turn 
forming as assertations and determinations give rise to further cognitions: breeding, 
shaping, twisting, or transforming one’s mental backdrop in an endless cycle. As 
discussed in section four above, due to the automaticity of the brain’s built-in systems of 
intuitive judgments and emotive reactions there is no possibility for a disentanglement 
of the mental and the emotional, no chance for a “pure” reason or an “objective” logic: 
however dry a fact or datum one may wish to present, when confronted by another 
it will be processed by an organic network that has cast its verdict and expressed its 
appraisal through pre-aware means (i.e. one’s intuitions and emotions powerfully 
influencing the higher brain areas) long before the receiver is cognizant of such.77 The 
“notion” of notion/event is not merely an intellectualization, it is a composite of the felt 
and the apprehended, experiential in the broadest possible meaning of whole person:
77   It is interesting to note here how long a history this “perspectivism” has in philosophy (especially in the 
Eastern traditions), although not of course the related neuroscientific and psychological research that have 
since reinforced it. In the modern Western tradition its strength probably stems from the groundbreaking 
(and scholarly discomfiting) work of Friedrich Nietzsche; see his Beyond Good and Evil:Prelude to a 
Philosophy of the Future, trans. and comm. by Walter Kaufmann (New York: Random House Inc., 1966).
every sense attuned, mental and physical, because of course the mental is simply one 
other form of physical. Any rationality or logical operation always, always carries 
emotive luggage – a book is never only read and not also concurrently felt, reacted to, 
interacted with. In turn this calls forth the event.
 The notion/event highlights how the conceptually accepted generates the 
dimension of reality experienced by a creature capable of abstract thought. Perhaps for 
animals operating only on an amygdala and limbic system sensorial input yields nothing 
more than the materially given, but that is not the world a human being encounters. 
What I have come to assume metaphysically – for whatever reason(s) – births my 
physicality, and in involving myself with that I deepen the inhabited ideascape of my 
personal (personalized) horizon even as I stretch its contours and warp its boundaries. 
Change is the only rule, but change that arises from a foundation which itself is 
continually being re-built. Since everything has its perspective – its point of view – 
truth becomes an intensely individuated phenomenon, and is directly connected to one’s 
particular course of existence. If these thoughts (these thought-feelings) are correct 
then the core human impulse between spirituality and art could well be the same, and 
in both cases fully, entirely experiential. Religion (i.e. the dogmas and rituals attached 
to numinous longings) and technique (i.e. taught or self-taught methodology regarding 
artifact production) may amplify such a push from within, but the same can also 
suppress or stultify. God is expression as transcendence; the image is transcendence as 
expressed. Religion is art; art is religion. If a piece of physicality will carry over into 
a deeper and richer lived phenomenology for those who observantly participate in a 
life-world then it will very naturally cease to be positioned as a “piece of physicality” 
and become instead both a meaningful and meaning-generating facet of their being. 
A statue of Mary, a crucifix, a Khanda, a Star of David, an Om icon, a crescent star 
and moon, a Bodhi tree, an open and wheeled palm, or any of the myriad images that 
carry centuries of meditative import, may today perhaps be replaced for some by a 
Wayne Thiebaud painting, an Utagawa Kuniyoshi print, a Michelangelo sculpture. The 
image is the trigger for the emotional experience of the notional and simultaneously 
for its ratiocinative reinforcement or alternation; thus although one might perhaps have 
to be particularly knowledgeable about an artist and/or a work of art for it to carry a 
similar evocative potency that a symbol of faith does, such is not problematic on the 
proposition here as the notion/event allows room for this and indeed demonstrates the 
theoretical how of it. This thing in the world is/can be the world, or it can be next to 
nothing at all, flotsam on a life’s seas. The act of it, its substantiveness, will ever slide 
between and within and through the abstraction of it, its conceptuality, just as – and due
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to – the interdependency of the cognitional and emotional culminates in an ultimate 
indeterminacy – inseparability – of the two. There are no categories: there are instances, 
bolts of lightning flashing amidst the storm of being, each thought an act, every 
movement a breath of the notional. The image calls out to those who will hear it, those 
who have heard it.
***
B)  Continue
 I stepped. How could I not? On the beautiful face of our Holy Mother, etched 
into a bronze plate and inlaid in a wooden frame; I stepped. My bare foot pressed onto 
her who is the perfect image of grace, of wisdom and humility supreme. The angel came 
and told her of Christ’s birth, through her tender body that had never even known a man, 
and she simply said “Yes”. She said yes but all I could say was no. No your honor, I 
renounce my faith. No your honor, I will never disobey our laws again. No your honor, 
I will no longer bring shame on you nor on our fair community. I apologize, I repent, I 
renege. I groveled like a stray dog does for morsels of food, begging for scraps of mercy. 
Merely to save this wretched skin. Matsui-san did not, Takemoto-san did not, they went 
to their glory, and their martyrdom means that today they will be in paradise. Me? I 
lacked the courage for heaven, I found no strength to die and now am forced to live, 
treading out these horrid days one after another, each footfall a reminder of my traitorous 
treatment of our blessed Lady and her Son. How I shudder.
 God is mysterious and we cannot understand. Maybe there will be redemption; 
maybe if I stay alive long enough the promised ships will return and foreign priests will 
touch our shores again. I could have my confession heard, I could receive a penance, 
I could be given another chance. Things just happen and no one knows how they will 
react. I thought I was better than that – I was wrong. Will the Lord grant mercy? There 
is a verse I heard once, whispered to me by someone who heard it from someone else, 
someone who had been taught it or maybe even read it; it gives some hope: “If you 
cannot discover the depths of the human heart or understand the thoughts of the 
human mind, how can you search out God, who made those things?”78 We cannot, we 
can only trust, I can only keep striving. Further underground, hiding better, not get 
caught again. I will not stop trying; perhaps I can discover how to forgive this me.
78   Judith 8:14a in the Catholic Holy Bible, New Living Translation: Catholic Reader’s Edition 
(Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, 2017).
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the journal and the blind reviewers, whose input is much appreciated. Finally I realize 
that without the steadfast support of my wife and daughters I could do almost nothing 
and would enjoy none of it. This project is dedicated to you.
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Appendix: Survey conducted at the Catholic Enoguchi Church, Shinhonmachi 1-7-
31, Kochi City, Kochi Prefecture, March to June, 2019. This is the Japanese language 
version as given to respondents. See text above for English translations; the distributed 
questionnaire included empty space after each question for handwritten replies. The 
titling gives institutional and project information and the instructions read: “Please freely 
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